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Guatemalans went to the polls on Sunday, Jan. 31, in a national referendum to accept or reject a
package of constitutional reforms. Despite a wave of violence leading up to the vote, there were few
reports of disturbances or irregularities on election day. In the end, a massive government campaign
in favor of the "Yes" option spearheaded by President Ramiro de Leon succeeded in assuring a
comfortable majority of valid votes cast.
Some observers warn that, given the unprecedented 84% abstention rate, the referendum may have
created more problems than solutions for the De Leon administration. According to the Supreme
Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE), 3,439,331 people were registered to vote in the
referendum. Of that total, only 545,899 actually went to the polls, or about 16% of those registered.
Of the total votes cast, only 440,805 were considered "valid," with the remainder of the ballots
annulled either deliberately or inadvertently by voters. A total of 370,044 ballots or 84% of the "valid
votes" were cast in favor of the constitutional amendments, while 70,761 ballots (16% of the valid
votes) were cast against.
All told, the 370,044 voters that actually voted in favor of the constitutional reforms represented
only 11% of the total registered electorate. Nevertheless, in declarations to reporters after early
returns were released, a triumphant President De Leon downplayed the significance of the massive
abstention: "The law does not consider percentages, the law considers only the triumph of the `Yes'
or the `No'."
De Leon, who had urged all registered voters to participate in the referendum, now faces the
daunting task of overseeing implementation of the reforms, and of reorganizing the state apparatus.
The package approved in the referendum consists of 37 reforms to the 1985 constitution, plus six
transitory articles.
The amendments, which are to take effect in 60 days, include:
A reduction in the term served by presidents and by deputies in Congress from five years to four; *
Elimination of the present presidential slush fund ("gastos confidenciales"), although some smaller
discretionary fund will likely still be assigned to the president in the future;
A reduction in the number of seats in the unicameral legislature from 116 to 94; * Dissolution of the
current Congress and new elections to be held four months after the reforms take effect;
Expansion of the Supreme Court from nine justices to 13 and reduction of terms for judges on the
court from seven years to five. The current court will be dissolved, with replacement magistrates to
be appointed by the new Congress.
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In principle, the measures are designed to weed out rampant corruption in the government
apparatus. The proposal to hold a referendum on the measures was part of an agreement struck
between De Leon's administration and Congress in November 1993 to end a three-month crisis
sparked by the President's effort to force a purge of corrupt legislators and Supreme Court justices.
De Leon, who had staked the future of his presidency on approval of the reforms in the referendum,
attributed the high abstention rate to the dramatic increase in violence in the weeks leading up to
the vote. Indeed, during the first four weeks of the year the Catholic church recorded 46 killings and
20 assassination attempts, making January 1994 the most violent month in Guatemala in the past
three years. In addition to the killings, the country was racked by a series of bombings, as well as the
downing of electric pylons, which led to power outages.
For its part, the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Union (Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional
Guatemalteca, URNG) increased its military attacks in January, and called for a boycott of the
referendum. Although the violence clearly played a role, there were several different factors which
kept people away from the polls. One was a widespread lack of confidence in the measures as an
effective means for confronting corruption. Many voters voiced skepticism over the exercise, since
both the judges and congressional deputies who step down now will be fully eligible to return to
office later on, either through elections in the case of the congressional deputies, or by appointment
in the case of the magistrates.
According to Human Rights Ombudsman Jorge Garcia Laguardia, many people abstained from
voting because they simply didn't understand the complex reform package. Garcia, a prominent
opponent of the initiative, characterized the reforms as "unnecessary," adding that they will
not contribute in the least to resolving "the massive problems which affect the majority of
Guatemalans." In addition, over half of the population is illiterate, and many members of the
country's Indian majority cannot read Spanish. The referendum ballot consisted entirely of a written
text in Spanish.
Voter abstention was also in part a response to the call by opposition groups opposed to the
constitutional reforms, many of which had asked their supporters to either stay away from the polls
or to cast null ballots. While the extent of voter abstention took most observers by surprise, low voter
turnout has increasingly been the rule in Guatemalan elections. In the 1984 constituent assembly
elections, the abstention rate was 21.9%. General elections in 1985, which marked the return to
civilian rule, witnessed a 34.6% abstention rate. In the following round of general elections five years
later, abstention jumped to 55%. In the most recent electoral contest municipal elections held in May
1993 abstention was about 60%.
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